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A different way to think about creativity: the case of autism 




People with Autism Spectrum Conditions are said to exhibit a lack of creativity 
and fantasy in thought processes. This view is reflected in internationally accepted 
diagnostic criteria for the condition: „Most individuals with autism lack 
spontaneity, initiative, and creativity...‟ (ICD-10 WHO; 1992). Psychological 
measures such as the Torrance test are commonly used to assess the artistic 
creativity of individuals. These tests measure the quantity of novel creative outputs 
an individual is capable of generating within a limited time span. Such approaches 
equate divergent thinking with creativity in the sense that the focus is not on the 
quality of output, but the rapid generation of numerous solutions to a creative 
„problem.‟  This paper questions psychological methods of assessing creativity, 
drawing on historical and contemporary works of art. Within the world of art, 
creativity is routinely assessed in terms of quality rather than quantity. Artistic 
genius is often associated with the obsessive concern with a single subject or the 
use of repetitive imagery. For example, Warhol, Cézanne and Picasso created 
numerous works of art which demonstrate an obsessive interest in a single subject 
matter explored from subtly different perspectives. An obsessive or repetitive 
approach to creativity is very much in keeping with what is known about the world 
view of many people with autism. Contrary to psychological assessments of the 
creative output of individuals with autism, evidence in support of a rich creative 
potential within this special population will be presented. Such evidence includes 
the work of internationally renowned artists with autism, contemporary interest in 
this population by the Outsider Art Movement and the everyday creative pursuits 
of young people with autism in educational settings. 
 




Understanding of Autism Spectrum Conditions (ASC) relies heavily upon 
psychological measures and interpretations. This chapter questions psychological 
definitions of creativity and experimental tasks used to assess it. An important 
subtext of the current discussion is the proposal that a broader definition may help 
to alleviate the apparent disparity between diagnostic criteria for autism and the 
success of individuals with autism within the art world.  
It has long been known that people with autism may have islets of special 
abilities including savant skills in art. One of many examples is Stephen Wiltshire. 
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Stephen creates internationally acclaimed city scenes, has his own gallery in 




Image 1- „Tokya‟ Stephen Wiltshire (2005). Courtesy of www.autism.wikia.com. 
Licensed under Creative Commons Attribution 2.5 License: 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.5/ 
 
The work of artists with autism and related conditions has also been brought to 




"Art Brut", or "outsider art", consists of works produced by all kinds of 
dwellers on the fringes of society. Working outside fine art “system” these 
people have produced, from the depths of their own personalities and for 





Whilst outsider artists may exist on the periphery of society, the movement itself is 
far from marginal, with major exhibitions across the globe, an international journal 
focusing on Art Brut, Outsider Art and Folk Art (Raw Vision- International Journal 
of Intuitive and Visionary Art), A collection of key works at Tate Britain and the 
Outsider Art Fair held annually in New York.  Artists with autism who are 
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associated with the Outsider Art Movement demonstrate highly original, 
imaginative work expressed through a variety of styles ranging from realist to 




Image 2- „Fruit trees with parrots‟ Jeroen Pomp (2009). Courtesy of Galerie 
Atelier Herenplaats 
 
Observations of creativity among people with ASC are not limited to autistic 
savants or individuals recognised by the art community. Many practitioners in 
everyday educational settings also report imaginative and innovative artistic 
abilities among children and adolescents with autism. Creative media include 




 Similar reports also come from parents 
of children with autism
5
 who often propose that art offers a means of 
communication for their children (See Image 3). The celebration of the creativity 
of artists with autism and related conditions within the art world is in contrast with 
the psychological view of the condition. Diagnostic guidelines for childhood 
autism, provided by the International Statistical Classification of Diseases and 
Related Health Problems state that „Most individuals with autism lack spontaneity, 
initiative, and creativity in the organization of their leisure time” and demonstrate 








Image 3- „Windy windy day‟ Kevin Hosseini age 10 years (2005). Courtesy of 
Debra Hosseini 
 
Diagnostic criteria are supported by a number of psychological studies 
demonstrating that people with autism lack imagination, creativity and the ability 








 Such studies tend to be based upon a limited 
repertoire of measures which rely heavily upon the assessment of divergent 
thinking, the ability to generate numerous solutions to a creative „problem‟ often 





 and the Creativity Assessment Packet (CAP).
13
 Generally 
participants are given a visual stimulus such as a triangle or squiggle and asked to 
expand upon the figure to create as many distinct designs as possible within a 
given time span (see Image 4). The non-verbal Torrance tests of creative thinking 
includes a number of tasks of this type including the Creative Design Task where 
participants are asked to create as many novel designs as possible in half an hour 
from a set of coloured circles and strips. Similarly, both the CAP and the Torrance 
test include an incomplete figures task which requires participants to use shapes or 
lines in as many novel ways as possible to create a number of designs in less than 






Image 4- Creativity task (2011). Courtesy of Florence McKenzie 
 
A slightly different body of tasks provides a stimulus, then assesses the output 
on a pass/fail or points basis. For example, in the „magic door‟ version of 
Karmiloff- Smith‟s drawing task, participants are told that passing through a 
special door changes individuals into „funny, strange looking people that no one 
has ever seen before‟.
14
 Participants are then asked to draw as many examples as 
possible of people who have passed through the door. Scoring is based on how 
many „imaginative‟ features a drawing may have. Consequently, a man with 
antennae will score less than a man with paws and antennae. Transformation tasks 
require participants to change a given image into something else. Here scoring 
relies on a pass or fail basis depending on the degree of change. A balloon made 
into a face would pass, but a plain balloon made into a stripy balloon would not. 
An important feature of these tasks which is also common to the Torrance type 
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tests is that images deemed to be too similar to each other or to the stimulus are not 
counted. Hence, across all of these tasks, those individuals judged to be most 
creative will create numerous responses to a given stimuli, often in a short space of 
time, and those responses will be very clearly distinct. Individuals with ASC 
perform very poorly on these types of tests. Children with autism show impairment 
in designing unreal beings
15
 tending to produce fewer unreal entities and creating 
images that are highly associated with each other.
16
 They also perform poorly on 
transformation tasks. Craig, Baron-Cohen and Scott
17
 found that children with 
autism tended to produce transformations which either failed to change the object 
discernibly or resulted in outcomes which were highly similar to the stimulus. 
Participants with autism also perform poorly on the Torrance tests, again providing 
fewer outcomes judged to be novel compared to typical participants i.e. sufficiently 
dissimilar to previous designs.
18
  
A recent detailed study of creativity among children with Asperger Syndrome 
(AS), a form of ASC, may shed some light on why children with autism perform 
poorly on these tasks.
19
 Children with AS and typically developing children were 
presented with The Creativity Assessment Packet (including the incomplete figures 
task). Compared to typically developing children, children with AS produced 
elaborate, detailed pictures which were highly associated with a particular area of 
interest. Such an approach is likely to reflect a well-documented tendency among 
individuals with ASC to have a detail-based rather than holistic processing style.
20
  
In addition, people with autism often have very restricted, obsessive areas of 
interest. A further study assessed creativity scores among savant artists, talented 
individuals with ASC, MLD and typically developing art students using the 
Torrance tests. The savants showed more elaborate responses, but the art students 
scored more highly on all other measures creating more responses overall. The 
Elaboration measure assessed the amount of detail added to a particular design and 
this was highlighted as a possible core feature of savant art success. Similar results 
were found in an earlier study by Duckett.
21
 A key factor in understanding this 
problem is the different ways creativity is conceptualised by psychologists and 
artists. The psychological view of creativity expressed through measures of 
divergent thinking presents creativity and imagination as being essentially 
quantifiable. The tasks under discussion provide scores on the basis of how many 
novel designs can be created in a short space of time, or how many distinguishable 
novel features a design has, there are, however, different ways of assessing 
creativity which are more qualitative.  
The art world provides an alternative perspective on the nature of creative 
output. In fact, the qualities which lead individuals with autism to perform poorly 
on psychological measures of creativity are highly valued by the art community. 
Key features of performance by individuals with autism on divergent thinking 
tasks are repetition of images with minimal discernable differences, the slow and 
highly detailed elaboration of one image rather than the rapid creation of many and 
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the obsessive expression of images associated with a restricted area of interest. All 
of these qualities are widely demonstrated in the work of artists who are 
qualitatively judged by the art community to be exceptional in the creative 
production of imaginative work. 
A recurring theme among great artists is the obsessive and consuming interest 
with a particular subject. For example, Paul Cézanne, the „father of modern art‟ 
obsessively pursued an interest in representation of nature. Cézanne‟s work is 
characterised by studies around specific subject matter over a period of time, For 
example, over a hundred representations of „The Bathers‟ were presented at the 
Basel Museum of Fine arts exhibition Paul Cézanne: The Bathers in 1989. 
Cézanne was similarly obsessed with the representation of the Saint-Victoire 
mountain. He writes to Emile Bernard: 
 
…the monotony caused by the incessant pursuit of the sole and unique aim, 
which leads in moments of physical fatigue to a kind of intellectual 





Not only does Cézanne demonstrate a highly restricted area of interest, his work 
also reflects the repeated investigation of a subject matter expressed through a 
series of images which at least to the untrained eye appear highly similar (see 
Image 5). 
 
   
 
Image 5- „Mount St. Victoire‟ Cézanne (1902-1906). Courtesy of www.awesomw-
art.biz.  Licensed under Creative Commons Attribution 3 License: 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/ 
 
Cézanne is certainly far from unique in exploring a particular subject extensively 
with subtle changes of emphasis in the resulting works of art. Eminent examples 
include Monet‟s lilies, Degas‟ ballet dancers, Rothko‟s studies of colour fields and 
Picasso‟s guitars. In fact such an in depth research-based approach falls within the 
traditional art practice of forming a series or body of work around a particular 
stimulus.  
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Recent interest in rehearsal and repetition in art across history including 
postmodernist practice is reflected in a growing literature and dedicated exhibitions 
exploring the topic.
23
 Recent interest extends to the use of repetition within works 
of art where the work itself is either a representation of an existing image or a 
composite of repeated images or objects with subtle differences between sub-
motifs. Such work is common, but not exclusive to postmodern art, where 
repetition and reinvention act as a critique of the concept of originality on the one 
hand, but also as a response to high art‟s notions of authenticity. Sherrie Levine‟s 
work serves as a useful example. Levine‟s series „After Cézanne‟ created in 2007 
takes features of Cézanne‟s work and translates them into eighteen similar 
pixelated abstract images. Levine‟s Makonde Body Masks of the same year also 
uses repetition. Here identical bronze casts based on Tanzanian ritual objects hang 
in a line. Earlier eminent examples of the use of repetition include Warhol‟s silk 
screen images. Warhol uses repetition in a number of ways, including the creation 
of identical replicas, magnification and subtle changes
24
 exemplified in works such 




Image 6- „Marilyn‟ Andy Warhol (1967). Courtesy of www.awesomw-art.biz.  




It seems that in the world of art at least, creativity is far from incompatible with 
the repetition of highly similar or associated images around a particular subject 
matter. Such subject matter may be pursued to obsessive proportions and reflect a 
highly restricted area of interest. The use of repetitive similar motifs is 
characteristic of some artists with autism, perhaps most notably, the acclaimed 
artist Gregory Blackstock. Blackstock typically sets out similar images in ordered 
rows or columns,
25




Image 7- „The Great World Crows-Common‟ Gregory Blackstock (2009) Courtesy 
of Garde Rail Gallery 
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Returning to our exploration of the creative output of individuals with autism, 
existing studies also emphasise the attention to detail and elaborative nature of 
responses to measures of creativity. Such an approach is necessarily in opposition 
to the rapid and multiple responses required by Torrance-like tests. Here once 
again, the world of art has a very different take. Artists who obsessively pursue a 
line of interest may spend years creating one highly detailed work rather than a 
plethora of solutions to the problem at hand. Masterpieces of this nature are 
abundant including Michelangelo‟s David and De Vinci‟s Mona Lisa. One 
particularly salient work is the internationally renowned masterpiece „Girl with a 
Pearl Earring” by Vermeer (see Image 8). Vermeer‟s work is characterised by 
extreme care over long periods of time. Although little is known about the artist it 
is speculated that even at his most prolific he produced only three paintings during 




Image 8- „Girl with a Pearl Earring‟. Vermeer (circa 1665). Courtesy of 





The art community, the inspiring work of individuals with ASC and the reports 
of practitioners and parents of children with the condition, strongly suggest that 
there is huge creative potential within this special population. The current 
diagnostic criteria for autism and related conditions are unrepresentative of these 
various voices and deserve critical review. Similarly, commonly used 
psychological measures of creativity fail to reflect qualitative assessments, based 
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